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LEARNING  FROM  JESUS  HOW  TO  THROW  A  PARTY 

"But  when  you  give  a  feast 3    invite  the 
poor j    the  maimed,    the   lame,    the  blind, 
and  you  will  be  blessed,   because  they 
cannot  repay  you."  Luke  14:13a 


Normally  we  wouldn't  think  of  turning  to  Jesus 
for  advice  on  how  to  throw  a  party.  How  to  pray  - 
yes.   How  to  fix  a  broken  heart  -  yes.  How  to  under- 
stand the  Scriptures  -  yes.   How  to  look  at  death  - 
yes.   But  Jesus  and  parties  do  not  easily  meet  in  our 
minds.   We  associate  Jesus  with  Good  News,  but  not 
with  good  times. 

The  problem  is  not  ours  but  His.   If  we  could 
free  ourselves  long  enough  from  Sunday  School  art  and 
other  ascetic  caricatures  of  Jesus,  we  would  find  that 
He  was  very  much  a  party  man.   He  performed  His  first 
miracle  at  a  party.   It  was  at  a  dinner  occasion  that 
He  allowed  a  woman  to  anoint  His  feet  and  dry  them 
with  her  hair.   He  was  accused  by  His  enemies  of  being 
a  "winebibber  and  a  glutton."  (Mat.  11:19)   He  likened 
the  kingdom  of  heaven  to  a  festive  banquet. 

The  third  Gospel  is  our  best  guide  to  the  social 
life  of  Jesus.   It  has  been  accurately  observed  that 
St.  Matthew  shows  us  all  the  mountain  tops  and  St. 
Luke  takes  us  to  one  dinner  party  after  another.   It 
was  probably  at  one  such  party  that  Jesus  uttered  these 
words:  "When  you  give  a  dinner  or  a  banquet,  do  not  in- 
vite your  friends  or  your  brothers  or  your  kinsmen  or 
rich  neighbors,  lest  they  also  invite  you  in  return, 
and  you  be  repaid.   But  when  you  give  a  feast,  invite 
the  poor,  the  maimed,  the  lame,  the  blind,  and  you 
will  be  blessed,  because  they  cannot  repay  you.  You 
will  be  repaid  at  the  resurrection  of  the  just." 


Shared  meals  are  important  events  in  the  lives  of 
civilized  men  and  women.   Much  of  what  we  are  shows  up 


at  the  dining  table:  What  we  eat,  how  we  eat  it,  the 
spirit  in  which  we  receive  our  food,  friends  we  ask  or 
do  not  ask  to  join  us,  the  conversations  into  which  we 
enter,  the  mood  we  help  create. 

An  ill-temper  and  a  good  meal  are  virtually  incom- 
patible.  Even  the  ancients  understood  this.   Back  in 
Proverbs  we  find  it  written,  "Better  is  a  dinner  with 
herbs  where  love  is  than  a  fatted  ox  and  hatred  with 
it."  (Prov.  15:17)   Or  again,  "Better  is  a  dry  morsel 
with  quiet  than  a  house  full  of  feasting  with  strife." 
(Prov.  17:1)   One  of  the  surest  ways  to  encourage  an 
ulcer  is  to  bolt  down  your  food  while  the  acids  of 
anger  churn  away  inside. 

But  Jesus  in  today's  passage  is  not  speaking 
about  meals  in  general,  He  is  talking  about  special 
meals  —  social  occasions,  banquets,  feasts,  dinner 
parties.   Jesus  recognized  the  need  for  such  occasions. 
He  did  not  criticize  them  per  se.   The  need  to  unwind 
and  the  need  to  socialize  are  vital  to  our  health. 

Some  years  back  I  had  an  undertaker  friend  who 
every  once  in  awhile  just  had  to  get  on  a  plane  and  go 
down  to  Florida.   He  one  time  showed  me  some  pictures 
of  himself  in  Florida.   I  had  always  seen  him  in  a 
somber  black  suit  and  conservative  tie.   I  knew  him 
as  one  who  moved  about  in  his  establishment  quietly 
speaking  unctuous  words  of  comfort.   Not  so  in  Florida! 
There  he  was  flamboyantly  attired.   The  ticket  sellers 
at  the  race  track  knew  who  he  was.   He  had  the  need  to 
loosen  up  and  let  go. 

I've  never  been  to  the  Mardi  Gras  in  New  Orleans, 
but  something  of  the  same  psychology  prevails  in  that 
event.   As  one  heads  into  the  forty  days  of  Lent  and 
their  implied  austerity,  the  spirit  yearns  to  break 
loose  one  final  time. 

While  we  must  respect  the  monastic  witness  with 
its  emphasis  on  self-denial,  we  should  not  blink  the 
fact  that  Jesus  was  not  beyond  enjoying  Himself  in  the 
company  of  others.   It  is  precisely  when  the  world  is 
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most  forlorn  and  harried  that  such  occasions  are  more 
necessary  than  ever. 

Yet,  many  Christians  have  a  hard  time  enjoying 
God's  good  gift  of  life,   "Man's  chief  end,"  say  the 
Presbyterians,  "is  to  glorify  God  and  enjoy  Eim  for- 
ever."  It  isn't  terribly  apparent  that  we  enjoy  each 
other,  much  less  God,  very  often! 

Awhile  ago  a  book  on  the  Christian  life  came  to 
my  desk.   It  bears  the  intriguing  title,  Come  To  The 
Party.   Its  author  is  Karl  Olsson.   In  his  foreword 
Dr.  Olsson  says,  "When  I  was  a  child  we  used  to  call 
church  parties  socials  because,  I  suppose,  the  word 
'party'  sounded  worldly.   At  a  social  you  could  be 
decorously  jolly  but  certainly  not  hilarious.   Today 
we  have  a  different  kind  of  sobriety.  The  judgment  I 
used  to  see  in  the  faces  of  some  of  my  pious  elders 
I  now  see  in  the  faces  of  the  concerned  young."  1 

And,  strikingly  enough,  the  day  that  book  arrived 
a  friend  sent  me  a  poem  that  obviously  had  its  origin 
in  Scotland: 

"It  was  a  day  peculiar  to  this  piece 

of  the  planet, 
when  larks  rose  on  long  thin  strings 

of  singing 
and  the  air  shifted  with  the  shimmer  of 

actual  angels. 
Greenness  entered  the  body.   The  grasses 
shivered  with  presences,  and  sunlight 
stayed  like  a  halo  on  hair  and  heather 

and  hills. 

"Walking  into  town,  I  saw,  in  a  radiant 

raincoat, 
the  woman  from  the  fish  shop,  'What  a  day 

it  isl  ' 
cried  I,  like  a  suns truck  madman. 
And  what  did  she  have  to  say  for  it? 
Her  brow  grew  bleak,  her  ancestors  raged 

in  their  graves 
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as  she  spoke  with  their  ancient  misery: 
'We'll  pay  for  it,  we'll  pay  for  it, 
we'll  pay  for  it!'" 


With  respect  fo  parties,  Jesus'  concern  was  with 
the  invitation  list.   Hear  Him  again:  "When  you  give  a 
dinner  or  a  banquet,  do  not  invite  your  friends  or 
your  brothers  or  your  kinsmen  or  rich  neighbors,  lest 
they  also  invite  you  in  return,  and  you  be  repaid." 
Jesus  was  quite  aware  of  our  tendency  to  invite  only 
those  who  can  do  us  good  —  in  one  way  or  another.  We 
could  safely  call  this  "calculated  reciprocity." 

I  never  saw  this  strategy  more  crassly  stated 
than  on  that  evening  many  years  ago  in  a  hotel  in  west- 
ern Pennsylvania  when,  with  nothing  better  to  read,  I 
was  forced  to  read  the  legend  on  the  place-mat  while  I 
waited  for  the  food:  "To  get  you  must  give!   Invite 
that  client  here  for  lunch  or  dinner;  show  him  hospi- 
tality and  he'll  show  you  an  order ... .Create  a  friend 
and  he'll  create  business  for  you."  That's  a  bleak 
way  to  do  any  kind  of  business,  let  alone  the  business 
of  the  heart. 

It  is  calculated  reciprocity  that  produces  bore- 
dom and  even  resentment  in  our  social  life.   A  conser- 
vative commentator  suggests  that  there  was  sarcasm  in 
Jesus'  words.   He  renders  them:  "If  you  invite  those 
who  can  help  you,  you'd  better  look  out  because  they'll 
invite  you  back  and  then  how  upset  you'll  be."  _3  Per- 
haps this  helps  us  to  understand  a  venerable  proverb 
from  Albania:  "Every  guest  hates  the  others,  and  the 
host  hates  them  all."  _4   I've  been  there,  haven't  you? 

So  Jesus  urged  upon  the  world  a  better  way.   Mix 
it  up!   Do  not  be  so  socially  inbred.   Specifically, 
He  said  that  we  should  invite  the  poor,  the  maimed, 
the  lame,  and  the  blind.   He  does  not  mean  that  we 
should  never  arrange  for  dinners  with  friends  and  fam- 
ily and  favorite  neighbors.  (Don't  go  home  today  say- 
ing that  the  preacher  told  us  we  don't  have  to  have 
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Aunt  Minerva  and  Uncle  Chester  over  for  dinner  again! 
You  may  be  hearing  that,  but  that's  not  what  I'm  say- 
ing!)  The  point  is  that  such  occasions  will  happen 
naturally,  filial  ties  and  human  nature  being  what  they 
are.   But  this  other  kind  of  feast  will  not  occur  to 
you  unless  it  is  urged  upon  you  by  the  Lord  of  the 
kingdom . 

Mix  it  up!   Jesus  challenges  the  principle,  so 
dominant  in  our  social  life,  that  like  is  better  off 
with  like.   We  do  some  mixing  up  to  be  sure. 
Every  good  host  and  hostess  sits  down  in  advance  to 
figure  out  the  pairings.  We  are  liberal  enough  these 
days  to  want  to  be  sure  to  have  some  blacks  and  whites 
together.   And  we  certainly  don't  want  a  party  where 
everyone  is  introverted.   And  God  deliver  us  from  par- 
ties where  everyone  is  extroverted!!   Mix  it  up!   The 
poor,  the  maimed,  the  lame,  the  blind. 

Jesus  is  telling  us  _to  invite  the  handicapped.  We 
tend  to  be  uncomfortable  around  handicapped  people. 
Perhaps  it 's  guilt  —  that  we  are  so  much  better  off. 
Perhaps  it's  fear  —  that  some  day  we  may  become  as 
they  are.   Thus,  in  our  society  we  practice  avoiding 
the  handicapped.   Those  Special  Olympics  staged  each 
summer  for  damaged  or  under-developed  children  are 
never  well  attended.   Wheelchair  basketball  seldom 
draws  large  crowds. 

Yet,  maybe  Jesus  has  something  here.   Perhaps  one 
reason  why  we  are  so  hard  on  each  other's  nerves  with- 
in the  family  circle  is  because  we  need  to  be  libera- 
ted by  the  presence  of  a  handicapped  person.  We  think 
when  we  invite  one  such  that  the  blessing  will  be  all 
one  way  ~  from  us  to  them.   But  precisely  the  oppo- 
site is  likely  to  happen.   God  generally  gives  the 
handicapped  of  body  amazing  compensations  of  spirit. 
They  wind  up  doing  more  for  us  than  we  could  ever  do 
for  them. 

A  few  years  ago  a  three-year  old  Puerto  Rican 
girl  enrolled  in  our  weekday  Nursery-Kindergarten. 
Minus  two  arms  and  one  leg,  she  had  artificial  limbs 
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in  their  place.   On  the  day  of  her  arrival  she  slipped 
into  her  room  at  a  time  when  a  story  was  being  told. 
She  sat  down  quietly  and  drank  in  the  story  with  the 
rest.   From  that  day  on,  the  boys  and  girls  around  her 
hardly  noticed.   A  new  vitality  and  warmth  became  evi- 
dent in  the  class.   That  youngster  had  the  ability  to 
bring  out  the  best  in  the  youngsters  who  were  with  her. 

Jesus  is  also  telling  us  _to  invite  the  poor. 
Let's  not  spiritualize  this  term  away,  which  is  our 
usual  temptation.   He  is  talking  about  the  economical- 
ly deprived.   He  is  talking,  in  our  terms,  about  peo- 
ple who  are  on  welfare  or  who  perhaps  aren't  capable 
of  qualifying  for  welfare  because  of  the  maze  of  rules 
and  regulations. 

We  should  call  this  teaching  for  what  it  is,  and 
acknowledge  that  the  hardest  kind  of  integration  to 
achieve  in  our  society  is  economic  integration!   The 
lamentable  saga  of  the  Forest  Hills  housing  project  is 
an  illustration  of  the  point.   Middle  income  blacks 
have  no  trouble  sharing  a  housing  complex  with  middle 
income  whites,  and  high  income  blacks  can  live  together 
peaceably  with  high  income  whites.   What  engendered 
hostility  in  Forest  Hills  was  the  fact  that  the  "poor" 
were  to  live  with  the  "not  poor."  There  are  very  few 
churches  even  where  the  poor  and  the  rich  sing  the 
Doxology  together! 

So  who  wants  the  poor  at  a  dinner  party?  Can  you 
imagine  the  tempest  that  would  be  generated?  The  poor 
person  starts  to  talk  about  qualifying  for  welfare 
while  down  the  table  somebody  else  wants  to  talk  about 
his  tax  loopholes  and  oil  depletion  allowances!   But 
Jesus  is  saying,  "Yes.   That's  the  very  kind  of  party 
you  ought  to  have." 

To  be  sure  of  my  suspicions  I  consulted  Amy 
Vanderbilt.   This  is  what  Amy  says  about  the  invita- 
tion list:   "The  successful  hostess  never  includes 
many  new  or  difficult  guests  at  what  should  be  an  in- 
timate little  dinner.   Eight  people  who  never  saw  or 
heard  of  each  other  before  —  and  hope  never  to  see  or 
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hear  of  each  other  again  —  can  do  social  violence  to 
the  most  adequately  planned  evening."  5_  This  authori- 
ty on  etiquette  advises  us  to  play  it  safe*   Don't  get 
uncouth  types  around  your  table. 

Amy  even  goes  so  far  as  to  tell  us  how  to  handle 
the  situation  when  a  difficult  guest  slips  through  the 
filtering  net.    "When  it  does  happen  that  a  hostess 
finds  she  has  erred  in  asking  someone  highly  and  un- 
amusingly  contentious  to  a  party,  she  and  the  host 
must  spend  the  evening  trying  to  keep  the  conversation 
away  from  explosive  topics  (That's  why  some  parties 
are  so  dull.)   — ■  explosive  to  this  particular  guest. 
If  he  gets  under  ways  and  others  are  growing  angry  or 
hurt,  the  host  or  hostess  breaks  in  with,  'Perhaps 
we'd  better  continue  this  some  other  time,'  and  then 
attempts  a  diverting  technique.   Best  of  all  is  to 
give  the  arguer  something  to  do.   If  you  have  a  game 
room  get  someone  to  take  him  on  at  table  tennis."  6_ 

Jesus  said  we  ought  to  bring  that  kind  in.   It 
will  make  for  a  party  to  remember,  instead  of  one  you'd 
rather  forget. 


Why  do  you  suppose  Jesus  prods  us  in  this  direc- 
tion? Clearly,  it  could  do  the  poor  some  good.  They 
would  get  the  lift  of  a  decent  meal,  and  experience  a 
restoration  of  some  self-respect.  It  might  even  help 
them  to  see  that  they  are  not  the  only  ones  who  have 
problems. 

But  more  than  that,  jtt  would  likely  do  the  host 
and  hostess  even  greater  good.  You  see,  by  the  time 
people  are  financially  able  to  throw  a  party  they've 
usually  lost  all  touch  with  the  poor.   Only  in  distant 
memory  can  they  recall  direct  associations  with  the 
poor.   This  is  so  true  that  most  of  us  would  have  dif- 
ficulty knowing  where  to  find  any  poor  to  invite  to 
dinner!   We  might  have  started  that  way  ourselves,  but 
we've  come  a  long  way  since! 
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This  is  part  of  what  is  tearing  our  society  apart, 
We  have  stereotypes  of  each  other  and  seldom  sit  at 
table  to  share  a  common  meal.   Most  of  our  beneficence 
is  achieved  through  agencies  which  act  as  buffers  be- 
tween ourselves  and  the  needy.  With  the  poor  at  our 
table  we  would  come  to  understand  our  possessions  dif- 
ferently.  We  would  begin  to  see  how  bland  are  the  de- 
fenses we  raise  to  justify  our  privileges.   An  ancient 
teacher  in  Israel  stressed  the  same  point  that  Jesus 
did  when  he  said,  "Let  thy  house  be  opened  wide  and 
let  the  needy  be  members  of  thy  household."  7 


The  principle  behind  Jesus1  teaching  is  this:  The 
less  likely  your  chances  of  being  repaid,  the  more 
likely  God  will  be  pleased.  Such  hospitality  as  he 
urged  upon  us  must  be  seen  as  its  own  reward.   The 
only  assurance  we  have  beyond  ourselves  is  that  God 
is  sure  to  notice  and  remember.   Jesus  wants  us  to 
abandon  our  icy  ways  with  others  so  that  we  may  dis- 
cover the  pure  pleasure  of  doing  a  kindness  not  to  be 
returned! 

I  suspect  that  Jesus  had  something  more  than  meals 
in  mind.   It  is  our  life  style  that  He  was  bent  on 
changing.  He  would  have  us  concentrate  our  gifts  and 
attention  on  those  who  are  beneath  us,  humanly  speak- 
ing, rather  than  on  those  who  are  on  our  level  or  above 
us.   This  is  what  we  do  not  do!   We  curry  the  favor  of 
our  peers  and  superiors  and  withhold  our  substance  and 
ourselves  from  those  whom  we  take  to  be  below  us. 
Jesus  calls  us  to  radically  revise  our  social  priori- 
ties. 

I  chose  this  theme  today  because  we  stand  at  the 
headwaters  of  a  big  holiday  season.   Soon  we  will 
likely  be  uptight,  like  human  computers,  figuring  out 
who  sent  us  cards  last  year  and  who  didn't.  We  will 
make  some  instant  calculations  and  rather  mechanical- 
ly make  sure  that  we  don't  offend  either  a  peer  or  a 
superior  or  someone  who  can  do  us  good. 

I'm  inclined  to  agree  with  the  brother  who  wrote 
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into  The  New  York  Times  a  few  weeks  ago  to  remark  that 
there  is  no  reason  for  us  to  waste  our  time  or  money 
mailing  cards  to  those  whom  we  see  every  day.  Why  don't 
we  save  our  time  and  energy  and  ask  instead  how  we  can 
bless  those  who  do  not  expect  to  be  blessed  by  us. 

And  what  shall  we  say  of  Christmas  giving  —  which 
for  most  of  us  is  not  a  giving  but  an  exchanging  of 
gifts?  Calculated  exchanges  are  alien  to  the  spirit 
of  Bethlehem. 

I  have  a  strong  feeling  that  we  ought  to  give 
"down"  and  not  "up.'5   I  am  hereby  suggesting  to  some 
of  my  peers  and  superiors  that  they  may  not  hear  from 
me  this  year  in  the  accustomed  way.   I  am  asking  God 
to  lay  on  my  heart  some  of  those  who  minister  to  me 
anonymously  throughout  the  year .   I  want  His  wisdom  to 
help  find  out  who  they  are  and  where  they  live.   I 
should  like  to  bless  them  with  a  kingdom  kind  of  giv- 
ing.  God  has  appointed  the  least  of  earth  to  be  the 
recipients  of  the  offerings  that  we  would  make  to  Him. 


"When  you  give  a  dinner  or  a  banquet,  do  not  in- 
vite your  friends  or  your  brothers  or  your  kinsmen  or 
rich  neighbors,  lest  they  also  invite  you  in  return, 
and  you  be  repaid.   But  when  you  give  a  feast,  invite 
the  poor,  the  maimed,  the  lame,  the  blind,  and  you  will 
be  blessed...."  The  motive  for  all  of  this  is  our  ex- 
perience of  grace!   For  the  kingdom  of  heaven  is  like 
a  banquet  to  which  any  and  all  may  come.   Hot  a  one  of 
us  has  a  claim  on  the  host,  yet  every  man  and  woman  is 
welcome  nonetheless.   All  things  are  ready  -  come! 
Still  there  is  room  -  come!    This  is  the  gospel. 

The  culminating  event  of  salvation  history  as 
glimpsed  in  the  Apocalypse  of  John  is  not  a  service  of 
worship,  not  a  lecture  on  theology,  not  a  parade  of 
Christian  soldiers,  not  a  talent  show  at  which  we  daz- 
zle one  another  with  our  spiritual  gifts.   The  grand 
and  culminating  event  is  a  common  meal,  a  sumptuous 
feast,  the  Marriage  Supper  of  the  Lamb. 
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The  poor,  the  maimed,  the  lame,  the  blind,  have 
as  much  right  to  sup  with  me  as_  JL  have  to  sup  with 
Christ.   This  too  is  the  gospel. 

CLOSING  PRAYER 

Lord3   help  us   to  break  with  those  social  styles 
and  patterns  that  run  counter  to  the  nature 
of  Thy  kingdom. 
Let  Thy  hospitality   toward  us  be  the  measure 

of  our  hospitality  toward  others. 
So  shall  we  discover  that  we  are  never  happier 
than  when  we  give  expecting  nothing 
in  return. 

In  Jesus1  name  we  pray.     Amen. 
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